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  Something In Common




  A severed head is found in rural Swatara Creek, Pennsylvania. Inexperienced Police Chief Aaron Brubaker is baffled. Former chief Daniel “Sticks” Hetrick comes in as consultant. Hetrick discovers a link to a major theft and a trail leading from Philadelphia to his hometown—and encounters the darker side of his community.




  Cruel Cuts




  Animal mutilations and a vicious poison-pen campaign directed against an ambitious young lawyer lead to murder in a rural Pennsylvania community. Dan ‘Sticks’ Hetrick, retired police chief, and Flora Vastine, a novice officer, team up and encounter false leads, a series of dangerous episodes and another murder.




  Corruption’s Child




  Police consultant Daniel ‘Sticks’ Hetrick has another murder to deal with. And the death isn’t the only trouble in Swatara Creek. Burglaries, items missing from the police evidence room—and rumors of drug dealing. Could it be centered on the Amish girl who may—or may not be—Officer Vastine’s new friend?




  Watch The Hour




  It’s the 1870s. Employees conflict with Pennsylvania mine owners. Private police protect property and target troublemakers—the Mollie Maguires secret society viewed as an increasing threat. Policeman Ben Yeager tries to follow orders and be fair—but becomes the enemy of the Irish. Poor Ben’s in love with an Irish girl...




  For Mike and Lynn, Nina and Marc




  Things either are what they appear to be;




  Or they neither are, nor appear to be;




  Or they are, and do not appear to be;




  Or they are not, and yet appear to be.




  Epictetus




  Trees, when they are lopped and cut,




  Grow up again in a short time, but men,




  Being once lost, cannot easily be recovered.




  Plutarch




  Chapter 1




  Neil Kehler pulled back the sleeve of his jacket and squinted at his watch. Blurry. But it looked like past midnight. Past midnight on Friday. He should get home. Ruthie would be pissed. Shit! Nothing new in that. Lately she’s always pissed. Neil swallowed the last dregs of his beer. All he’d wanted was a couple beers and a game of pool. A little sport. Nothing that had anything to do with how he felt about her. Hell, they’d been together since high school. Did she really think he was looking for someone else after all this time?




  Despite the hour, the place was still packed as it always was on a Friday night. Raucous, too-loud voices droned in his head. Country music on the juke box added to the din. The floor vibrated beneath his feet. Clouds of tobacco smoke stung his eyes and the stench of spilled beer, nicotine and unwashed bodies cloyed in his nostrils.




  Well, he might as well go home and face her wrath. The couple beers had turned to too many after Earl took his money again. Nothing new in that either. Bastard must be cheating. But nobody had caught him yet. And who would dare accuse the man anyway?




  Neil placed his hands on the bar and pushed off from his stool. Better hit the john first. He knew he couldn’t make it all the way home without emptying his bladder. Neil staggered around to the hallway.




  His shoulder bumped against the wall on one side and propelled him across to the other. Neil staggered on. Dark. Overhead light was out again and Vinnie was too damned cheap to replace the bulb. Well, he’d been back here often enough to find his way without light. The ammonia stench of the urinals was enough to guide him. He figured he was almost to the restrooms when another hurrying figure bumped against him, knocking him up against the wall.




  “Watch it, buddy!” Neil squawked. The other person kept on going without a word of apology.




  Neil might have had another retort but the urgency of his need made that less impelling. Just ahead he saw the dim glow of the restroom lights through a crack in the doorway. Neil pushed on.




  As he stepped up to the urinal Neil noticed, from the corner of his eye, someone sitting in one of the toilet stalls. Jeez. He liked privacy when tending to business and this guy didn’t even have sense enough to pull the stall door closed. Neil unzipped, flipped out his penis and breathed a sigh of release as his stream flowed. Aaah! He leaned forward, hands against the wall. “Needed that,” he said aloud. There was no response from the guy in the stall. Shit. Probably passed out.




  Finished, he zipped up and moved over to the sink. As he turned on the faucet he glanced into the mirror. What the… Oh, shit!




  Neil staggered out into the hall. “Vinnie! Vinnie! Get your ass back here,” he screamed. The noise from the barroom drowned out his voice.




  * * * *




  “In the John?”




  “Yep. Shot dead while sittin’ on the pot,” Aaron Brubaker said.




  Sticks Hetrick was just crawling into bed when he got the call. He was filling in for Brubaker who was down with the flu. Somehow, the dispatcher on duty hadn’t got the word and contacted the chief.




  “Where’d it happen?”




  “Out at Vinnie’s.”




  Hetrick grunted. Vinnie’s Bar was a dive out on the highway that should have been closed down long before. It was a blot on the community and its owner and his premises were no strangers to trouble.




  “Who’s the victim?”




  “Dunno. All I know is what Fred told me. Sorry about this, Sticks. If it wasn’t for this bug…”




  “No sweat. I volunteered, remember? Get some rest. Talk to you later.” It would have made no sense to be irritated with Brubaker. Hetrick, who’d retired as chief, now served as a consultant to his less-experienced replacement. Filling in now gave him a taste of the old days and he was enjoying it—probably a lot more than Brubaker who just yesterday had given him a litany of the gruesome aspects of his illness.




  Hetrick swung his feet out of bed, sat up and reached for his glasses. He wiped them clean with a Kleenex and put them on. Then he pulled himself erect, took off his pajamas and got back into his clothes.




  Yeah. Just like the old days—getting called out of bed in the middle of the night to clean up some other person’s mess. Well, he’d asked for it, hadn’t he?




  It wasn’t far from his house on Plum Street out to the highway junction where Vinnie’s Bar was located. As he pulled onto the gravel parking lot he saw two Swatara Creek cruisers and an ambulance, with motors running and lights flashing, pulled up close to the entrance. A scattering of other vehicles, including Vinnie Nungessor’s Lexus, were still in the lot. Not many for a Friday night. Hetrick anticipated a number of the regulars had taken off as soon as they were informed of the discovery. Nungessor’s customers included a number who might be suspect in whatever transgression arose.




  Repressing the smile that thought prompted, Hetrick got out of his pickup, hitched up his trousers and entered the tavern.




  Nungessor, leaning on the bar and nursing a mug of beer, glanced over as Sticks approached. “How long your guys gonna keep me shut down this time?” he asked.




  A few customers, owners of the vehicles outside Sticks surmised, lounged at tables back in the shadows. None of them spoke. Brent Taylor, a Swatara Creek officer standing watch over them, raised a hand in greeting. Hetrick nodded back.




  “It’s past two, Vin. Closing time anyway.”




  “Yeah. I’m thinkin’ about tomorrow and the days after that. Youse closed me down for a week that time we had the stabbin’ here. And nobody died that time. Hain’t my fault some guy gets hisself shot.”




  “Maybe. Maybe not.”




  Vinnie chugged his beer. “Can I go home?”




  “Not yet. After I talk to my people. I might have some questions for you.”




  “How ’bout us?” a raspy voice Hetrick recognized, asked from the shadows.




  “Might have questions for you too, Fingers.”




  “Yeah. You usually do—even when I hain’t involved,” Earl Schurke responded. He earned his nickname long before because of his propensity for putting his digits where they didn’t belong.




  “Christ. I already answered their questions,” Nungessor said. “It was Friday night. Busy like always. Noisy. Nobody heard nothin’, seen nothin’.”




  “Somebody did,” Sticks said, strolling on by him and going down the hall to the restrooms.




  Standing at the doorway, he saw Fred Drumheiser talking to Arnie Templin, the coroner.




  “Hey, Chief,” Fred said, spying him. “We’re just about to haul him out. You wanna have a look first?”




  Hetrick nodded and they made way for him to pass between them and into the restroom. The corpse had been zipped into a body bag. An EMT kneeling by the carrier unzipped the bag to let Hetrick have a look at the victim. Sticks leaned over, hands on his thighs. It was a young man, mid-twenties with straight, recently-barbered hair. A plump face, smooth-shaven. There was a small hole ringed by powder burns between his closed eyes.




  Hetrick stood straight and waved a hand for the tech to re-bag. “Anybody know him?”




  Fred shook his head. “Not Vinnie’s usual clientele. Clean-cut, wearin’ a suit. None of the regulars would admit to having seen him before.”




  “Any ID?”




  “Wallet with a driver’s license, press card, couple credit cards and about sixty bucks in cash.”




  “Press card?”




  “Yeah. Name was Christopher Bachman. From down in Maryland.”




  “Any idea what he was doing here?”




  Fred shook his head. “Might have been a drug deal gone sour. ’Course he couldn’t have bought much with what he had on him.”




  Hetrick turned to Templin. “Cause of death, Arnie?”




  “I expect the bullet between his eyes. I’ll know better in the morning.”




  “Found a casing on the floor,” Fred said. “Twenty-two short. Wouldn’t have made much noise and with the normal commotion out there don’t expect nobody would have heard it.”




  “Who found him?”




  “Neil Kehler. You know him?”




  “Yeah. I think so. Lives over on Cherry, near Roger Steinbauer.”




  “Right. That’s the guy. Have him coolin’ his heels out front with a couple other guys. None of them claim to know anything, though. Half the crowd was cleared out by the time I got here.”




  “You came alone?”




  Fred nodded. “Yeah. We’re short. Half our people are out with this damned flu or whatever it is. Harry’s at the station, Flora’s out on patrol. Harry sent Brent over here in case I needed him. Don’t even have a regular dispatcher tonight. One of those auxiliary police types fillin’ in.”




  Sticks frowned. The auxiliary had been formed just this year by the township supervisors. To him it indicated a lack of confidence in their police force and not any effort to be helpful. Sure crime had increased here—just like everywhere. A factor of the times and the economy. The problem wasn’t an inefficient department but rather a lack of sufficient funding to provide manpower for increased patrols. Hetrick was a big believer in both foot and cruiser patrols as a means of curtailing crime.




  “You about wrapped up back here?” he asked Fred.




  “Yep.”




  “Good. I’ll see what Kehler and the others have to say.”




  A light had been turned on over the pool table and Earl Schurke was shooting a game with one of the other customers. Kehler and another man were watching. Fingers looked over his shoulder as Sticks came up. “Hain’t no gamblin’ going on,” he said. “Just passin’ time waitin’ on you.”




  With a little chuckle, Sticks nodded. He knew pool hustling was one of Schurke’s sources of income. “Get to you shortly,” he said. “Mister Kehler.”




  Kehler turned to face him. “Yeah?” He was fully sober now, the tautness of his nerves revealed by the twitch of a muscle along one cheek.




  “Need a word with you.”




  “Hey,” Nungessor said, “what about me?”




  “In good time.”




  “Whadya want me to do, Chief?” Taylor asked.




  “You can head on back, Brent. Harry might have other need for you. Let’s sit down over here, Mister Kehler,” he said, indicating a nearby table. “You live out by Roger Steinbauer, don’t you?” he asked as they pulled up chairs and sat.




  “Right.”




  “Work out at the chicken plant?”




  “No. That is, my wife does. I’m a USDA inspector. The poultry plant is one of my sites.”




  Schurke gave a coarse laugh. “Makes you really feel secure, don’t it—knowin’ a twerp like him’s makin’ sure our food’s safe.”




  “Shut up, Earl. Mind your game before I have to bust you for interfering in an investigation.”




  Schurke laughed again, turned back and racked up the balls. Sticks wrinkled his nose. Even this far away and over the other powerful odor in the room he smelled the stench of the restrooms. “Now, Mister Kehler, why don’t you tell me how you came to find the body.”




  Kehler squirmed. The seat squeaked under his weight. He ran a hand over his face, his eyes darting at Hetrick. “Think I could call my wife? She’s probably worried I hain’t home yet.”




  “In a few minutes, sir. First…”




  “I already told the other fellow. Don’t know what else I can add.”




  “Humor me.”




  Kehler was quiet a moment longer, the only sounds in the room the clinking of the pool balls, the ticking of a clock on the wall behind the bar and the hum of the coolers. Then, like rote, he reeled off his tale.




  Sticks leaned toward him, listening intently, taking a few notes. At the end, he asked, “And you’re sure it was a man bumped into you?”




  Kehler shrugged. “I don’t know. It was too dark to see but—based on the weight of the body struck me—I guess I assumed it must be a man. Could have been a woman. Can’t say for sure either way.”




  “Thank you, Mister Kehler. I know where you live if we need to talk to you again.”




  “I can go?”




  “You’re free to go.” He swiveled in his chair. “Fingers.”




  “Damn it, man,” Nungessor squealed, “when’s it to be my turn?”




  “When I’m ready. Come on over here, Fingers.”




  Hetrick made Vinnie wait until he’d talked to Schurke and the few others who’d stayed on. None of them had anything worthwhile to add. None admitted to knowing the victim and all said they didn’t remember seeing him earlier in the evening. Most confirmed they’d made a trip or two to the restroom but didn’t notice anything amiss. Schurke was certain the stall in question was empty the last time he’d visited, which he thought might have been in the neighborhood of eleven forty-five. “Can’t be sure about that, though,” he said. “You know how it is when you’ve had a few. Hell no, you probably don’t, Sticks. Can’t remember I ever saw you enjoying a beer.”




  Hetrick didn’t reply to that. He liked a beer now and again as much as any man. It was company he was particular about.




  “’Bout time you got to me,” Nungessor grumbled as Sticks finally walked up to where the owner sat.




  “I don’t suppose you have anything worthwhile to add.”




  Vinnie scowled. “If I did, don’t know I’d be inclined to tell you.”




  “That wouldn’t be wise.”




  “Yeah. Well, truth is, I don’t know that I can tell you anything helpful.”




  “So you didn’t know Christopher Bachman?”




  “Who?”




  “The victim.”




  Nungessor shrugged. “Can’t expect me to know everybody that comes in here. I know my regulars. But this is a business. My doors are open to anybody wants to come in.”




  “Even the police?”




  Nungessor gave him a little smile. “Even the police. I got nothin’ to hide.”




  Hetrick had his doubts about that but he let it slide. “You on your own here tonight?”




  “Ronnie was helpin’ out as usual,” he said. Ronnie Huber was his barmaid and lived in an apartment above the tavern. “Complained of a headache. I let her go early.”




  “How early?”




  “I dunno. The place was busy. I wasn’t watchin’ the clock.”




  “Make a guess.”




  “Maybe ten-thirty, eleven.”




  “We’ll have to talk to her, too.”




  “Now?”




  From the corner of his eye Hetrick saw Fred coming toward him, loaded down with his evidence case, camera and other paraphernalia. “All done back there, Sticks.”




  “We’ll be on our way then.” His gaze swung back to Nungessor. “You can shut down now. Ronnie can be interviewed later. We’ll escort you out and you can lock up.”




  “Hey! Can I open tomorrow?”




  “We’ll let you know.”




  Chapter 2




  The best thing about a double shift was that it eventually ended. Tired as she was, Flora Vastine found solace in that thought. She loved her job but this had been a tough week and Flora was grateful, realizing tomorrow she would be off duty. She’d been on cruiser patrol Friday night and now, well into Saturday morning, Flora was ready to head home and get to bed. Fortunately her night had been boringly uneventful. Earlier she’d been a bit jealous that the call for the DOA at Vinnie’s Bar had gone to Fred and not her. Now the thought that her fellow officer might still be at the crime site while she was at the end of her shift was cause for something akin to pleasure.




  Flora stifled a yawn and rolled down the cruiser window. Though there were still a few gray patches of snow in the field opposite, the air wafting in through the opening felt warm, even muggy. She recalled seeing a robin yesterday morning while on her run and remembered there was a misty green haze of buds about to pop on the trees. Spring was definitely in the air.




  Tomorrow she and Harry would spend time together for the first time in weeks. He’d promised a surprise. Flora had a suspicion. Her birthday was approaching and Harry and her father had been closeted in secret conversations several times in recent weeks. Were they planning a party? She hoped not. That was for kids. But a surprise gift would be—




  The whine of a motor interrupted her thoughts. Motorcycle. Not loud enough for a Harley. Maybe a Yamaha or Suzuki. Her brother Ed used to have a Suzuki. It made that same pinging sound as it accelerated. She saw it then. The driver hunched low over the bars, veered off the street, cut diagonally across the field behind her and disappeared into a stand of trees. There was a trail back there, narrow but wide enough for a bike. She hoped he knew where he was going. Bad to take a spill in those woods late like this when few people would be available to help if you were hurt.




  Flora switched on the ignition and put her vehicle in gear.




  Headlamps flashed through the trees and she heard the approach of another vehicle. Fast, too. Too fast, even if it was late and no other traffic on the road. There were some dangerous curves on this stretch.




  The vehicle flew past, tires whomping in ruts, kicking up a cloud of dust and flinging stones. Flora pulled out in pursuit. She turned on her overheads and hit the siren once in warning. High-speed chases were against department policy. Flora hoped the driver would heed her warning.




  And he did.




  Squealing its brakes and throwing up another veil of dust, the car fish-tailed to a halt at the bottom of the grade. The driver revved the engine but didn’t move again as she pulled in behind him. The moon was bright enough overhead that she could clearly make out a red Mazda Miata convertible. Late model. Maybe a 2006. Nice ride. Fast on the take off and plenty of speed. What did the ads say? Zoom, zoom. Right. Maybe it was a good thing the driver pulled over. She wasn’t sure her cruiser had the stuff to catch it if he hadn’t.




  Flora took her Mag-lite and got out, approaching the driver’s side cautiously. She could see the driver watching her in the side mirror. He turned his face up and smiled as Flora stepped up beside him. “What’s the trouble, sweet-thing?”




  Flora felt her face go hot with the remark. Some people just didn’t respect the uniform. “License and registration, sir,” she snapped.




  “Sure. What’s the problem?”




  “You were speeding, sir.”




  He grinned as Flora shone the light in his face and across the interior. Mid to late-thirties, tanned—at this time of year—blond, tousled hair a bit on the long side. His green eyes sparkled in the light. “Yeah. Guess I was going a bit fast. But there’s nobody else out and I know this road like the back of my hand.”




  “I’ll need to see your license and—”




  “Sure, sure.” He reached a hand to the glove box and pulled out the documents.




  Flora took them to the rear of the vehicle, held the light up and scanned them. Philip Donahue, Turkey Hollow Road. She didn’t know the driver but the road wasn’t far from here.




  “Everything okay, sweetie?” Donahue called.




  Burning, Flora stalked up to his side. “Sir, have you been drinking?”




  “Okay. I confess. I had a couple beers. Can I go now if I promise to take it slower? I just want to get home to bed.”




  “Would you step out of the car, please.”




  With a sibilant sigh, Donahue opened the door and slid out. He was taller than her, athletic looking. “You wanna do the Breathalyzer?”




  She was half-inclined to put him through the whole routine. Instead, she said, “Let’s just see if you can walk a straight line.”




  He gave her a smile and took off, walking fast, one foot in front of the other. He turned and came back again. “Shall I touch my nose with my forefinger now?” he asked.




  Flora was forced to grin. “I see you’ve been through this before.”




  “A few times.”




  “You realize I’m gonna have to give you a speeding ticket.” She could have gone for a DUI but she was tired and that inclined her to leniency.




  He shrugged. “Write away, my dear. Only don’t take too long, okay? I just want to get this tired ol’ body home to bed.”




  She wrote out the ticket, gave him his copy and documents. “Go on home, sir, but take it a little more cautiously.”




  Donahue glanced at the ticket, gave her a salute and started to get back in the Mazda. Then he swiveled round to face her. “Does Officer Vastine have a first name?”




  Flora scowled. “Just go home, Mr. Donahue.”




  He nodded and got in the car. “Okay, pretty Officer Vastine. See you around.” He put the Mazda in gear and pulled out, spraying dirt and pebbles which clattered against Flora’s cruiser.




  * * * *




  “Where are you taking me?” Flora implored for the third time.




  Harry just grinned. “You’ll see shortly. Don’t be so impatient.” He reached out and stroked her cheek with the back of his hand.




  Harry had shown up just after breakfast. After another brief conference with her father he told her they were going for a ride. He’d refused to say where and told her it wasn’t necessary to change out of the sweatshirt and jeans she was wearing. Harry drove into town and stopped in front of the Tru-Value Hardware. “I won’t be long,” he said and ran into the store. A little while later he came out with two sacks which he threw into the back seat of his car.




  Then they were off again.




  “Where are we going?” she insisted as he drove out Cherry Street, past the playground and on into the countryside.




  Harry grinned like a little boy bursting to tell his secret. “To get your birthday present.”




  Since there was nothing but farmland in front of them, Flora was puzzled. “Oh, are you going to buy me a sack of apples down at Kratzer’s? Or are you heading for the chicken plant?”




  “You’ll see. It’s something your Dad said you’ve been wanting for a long while.”




  She smiled at him, a tingle of warmth sweeping over her. “There’s nothing I need.”




  “Didn’t say ‘needed.’ Said ‘wanted.’”




  A short distance further, Harry turned off the main road and onto a gravel track. Flora caught sight of a sign post. Turkey Hollow Road.




  “I gave a guy from out here a ticket last night.”




  Harry swiveled a look at her. “Really. Who?”




  “Wiseacre by the name of Donahue. Do you know him?”




  Harry snorted back a laugh. “Yeah. You might say I do.” He pulled into another lane. Just ahead she saw support poles holding a sign that read Turkey Hollow Kennels, prop. Hannah Donahue.




  “Is this—”




  “Her husband.”




  “Maybe we better—”




  Harry laughed again. “Don’t worry. Probably won’t even see him.”




  A short distance down the lane Flora saw two lines of kennels with a walkway between them leading up to an old stone-fronted barn. Beyond the barn stood a small stone cottage with smoke curling from its chimney. Harry pulled up in front of the kennels, switched off the ignition and crawled out. Dogs in the yards set to yammering and, in response, a woman in jeans and a barn coat came out, followed by a boy of about six. Harry leaned down and motioned for Flora to get out of the car.




  Reluctantly, Flora joined him.




  “Hi, Hannah,” he said, waving at the woman.




  “Hello, Harry. This your friend?”




  “This is Flora. Flora Vastine. Flora, this is Hannah Donahue.”




  “Hello,” Hannah said, extending a hand. “Is this big lug treating you all right?” she added with a pleasant smile. “This little chap is my son Kevin,” she said, indicating the boy who was now hiding behind his mother’s leg.




  Hannah Donahue was short and stocky with a round pleasant face, big brown eyes and close-cropped red hair. Somehow, Flora thought, not the type she expected to attract a man like Philip Donahue. Still she wasn’t about to ponder the intricacies of attraction.




  “Hannah and my sister Shirley went to school together,” Harry explained.




  “Grade school,” Hannah added. “We moved away after that. Shirley and I kept in touch over the years though and now that I’m back we’re as close as we were that long ago.” She gave another little laugh. “Well, I expect you’ll want to see them. Come on.”




  She turned and headed toward the barn.




  Flora gave Harry a puzzled look. He smiled, took her hand and followed Hannah. There were two lodging rooms, each fitted with hinged benches, on either side of the court. At the end, a hooded roof extended over the court before the entrance to the barn.




  This section of the barn was fitted out as a cook room with a range and hot water heater at one end. Though they couldn’t see into them, other doorways led to storage and a dipping and wash room.




  “Mommy said I can have one, too,” Kevin told them as they entered and Hannah pointed to a corner just inside the door.




  Half a dozen puppies were nursing from their mother, who lay on straw in a stall.




  “Ah,” Flora said, kneeling beside them. She glanced up at Harry. “Border collies.”




  He nodded. “Your dad told me about Queenie. When I asked him what I could get for your birthday he suggested a replacement for her.”




  “I had her for almost fourteen years,” Flora said, looking at Hannah now. “I couldn’t bear to think of replacing her.”




  “Of course not,” Hannah said. “But another pup might help fill the void. You can have your choice. They’re not AKC. I raise and train bird dogs. Sal there is just a barn dog. Have no idea who the stud might be but I think they’ll be solid dogs.”




  “Do I have to make up my mind now?”




  “Of course not. They’re not quite ready to leave yet anyway.”




  “I stopped and got a lead, toys and puppy chow,” Harry said. “I was hoping we could take one today.”




  Hannah shook her head. “Not yet. They’re nearly eight weeks old and eating mostly puppy food. But soon. Let’s give them a couple more days for socialization.”




  Flora was stroking silky backs and having her hands licked by eager tongues. There was no question she’d be able to resist Harry’s gift. She was mulling possible names when the scrunch of footsteps on the floorboards behind them attracted her attention. She rose and saw Philip Donahue striding toward them. He was clad in tennis whites.




  “Well, well, well,” he said with a broad smile, “pretty Officer Vastine has come to see me.”




  Hannah smacked him on the arm. “Phil,” she said.




  Donahue gave her his smile and said, “This is the one gave me the ticket last night.”




  “I…” Flora started.




  He raised a deprecating hand. “No need to apologize. I deserved it.”




  “I assume you’ve guessed this is my husband,” Hannah said and introduced them.




  “Phil is a tennis pro.”




  “A little cold for the sport now, isn’t it?” Harry asked.




  “I teach at an indoor court in Harrisburg for the time being. I’m hoping to convince my father-in-law to build me a proper court here when the weather breaks. Do you play?”




  “Not my game. I prefer basketball.”




  “What about you, Flora?”




  “No. I’ve never played.”




  Donahue leered at her. “It would be my pleasure to teach you,” he said.




  “I don’t think so,” Flora said, an involuntary shiver running up her back.




  “Well, if you change your mind…” he said, then turned to his wife, gave her a peck on the cheek and ruffled the boy’s hair. “I’m off then. Paying students await.”




  * * * *




  Back in the car, Flora leaned over and gave Harry a grateful kiss. “Thank you,” she told him.




  “I’m disappointed.”




  “Why?”




  “I thought you could take your pup home today.” He started the car, swung it around and headed back up the drive.




  “Hannah seems nice.”




  “She is.”




  “That husband, though.”




  “Take it you aren’t thrilled with him. He is a jerk.”




  “He’s a letch. And so obvious—right in front of her.”




  “This isn’t the first time I met him. Don’t know much about him though. I didn’t remember her from before either. I was too young. But I was over at Shirley’s a couple weeks ago and that’s when I met her. When she told me about the puppies later I just had to see what your dad thought of the idea.”




  “Well, I’m glad you did. What was her maiden name? I wonder if my brother remembers her. Shirley and Ed were in school together, too.”




  Harry glanced at her. “You don’t know, do you?”




  “What?”




  “I’m sorry. I thought you’d realize when we came in Turkey Hollow Road.”




  “Realize? Realize what?”




  “You don’t read the Herald, do you?” he asked, referring to Swatara Creek’s weekly newspaper.




  Flora shrugged. “Now and then. Scan it for weddings and such. Why?”




  “There was a big article—a feature—when they moved back.”




  “The Donahues?”




  “Well, they were mentioned. But it was mostly about him. Nathan Schneider.”




  “Nathan Schneider?”




  “Yes. Her father. Well, step-father actually. Don’t tell me you never heard of him?”




  “Isn’t he some kind of millionaire?”




  “Right.”




  “And wasn’t there something in The Patriot recently about his long-lost son coming home like…”




  Harry nodded. “Like the prodigal son.”




  Chapter 3




  “Nathan Schneider married young the first time,” Harry explained later as they ate lunch in Lena’s Diner. “Early twenties, I heard. He was in med school and the marriage failed—depending on the variation you hear—because of the stress of his studies, or, more likely, as a result of an affair that started some six years later when he came back here to establish a practice.”




  “Uh, sounds juicy,” Flora said, biting into her club sandwich.




  “Gossip-monger,” Harry scolded. “Anyway, the scarlet woman was Sylvia Gruen.”




  Flora paused, mouth open. “You mean…”




  “Yep. Same one who used to be school nurse. She’s retired now. Lives over on Poplar street.”




  “I know who she is. Not one I’d ever think of as having had an affair.”




  The diner was crowded as it often was around noon. They’d been lucky to find an open booth and expected their waitress would be around soon to encourage them to finish and make their seats available to other arriving customers.




  “Fat lot of good it did her. The affair resulted in a son and lasted less than three years. Story is Schneider wasn’t much of a practitioner but he had an inventive turn of mind. He came up with some sort of surgical gadget which is now used in hospitals all over the country and made him a fortune.




  “His second marriage was to Eleanor Heckenthorn, a young divorcee who had a daughter from her first marriage. That would be Shirley’s friend, Hannah.”




  Flora scrunched up her forehead. “Heckenthorn? Is she related to Henry, the used-car guy?”




  “She was married to his brother, Bert.” Harry took a bite of his tuna melt, then looked at her glass. “You want another Coke?”




  “Yeah. I guess.”




  Harry looked around and waved for Sally Rickard, the waitress. Sally came over, gave a cursory nod to Flora and asked, “Want somethin’, hon?”




  “Couple more Cokes, Sally.” She nodded and went off.




  “I’m not sure how he achieved it,” Harry continued, “but Nathan got custody of the boy he had with Sylvia. Nathan moved his family away from here shortly after that and Hannah said he and her mother had two more children later. And now they’re all back here.”




  “I wonder how Sylvia’s taking that?”




  * * * *




  Sticks Hetrick came in the diner, doffed his cap and looked around for an empty seat. The counter, his usual choice, was lined with customers. Stepping aside to avoid a burly trucker headed for the exit, he nearly bumped into Sally Rickards who was carrying a tray with drinks. “Hey, Chief,” she said with a broad smile, “how’re ya doin’?”




  “Just fine, Sally. Little crowded today.”




  “Yeah. Your two favorite love-birds are back here, though. Maybe they’ll make room for you.” She jerked her head in their direction and Sticks spied Flora and Harry. He followed Sally up to their booth.




  “Hey, Chief,” Harry said, looking up.




  Sally deposited their drinks and moved off.




  “Harry, Flora.”




  “You by yourself, Mr. Hetrick?” Flora asked. “Where’s Mr. Steinbauer?”




  “Had a doctor’s appointment today.” Roger Steinbauer was Hetrick’s boyhood friend and usual lunch companion.




  “Nothing serious I hope,” Harry said.




  “No. Just his regular check up.”




  “Why don’t you join us, Chief,” Flora suggested.




  “Don’t want to impose.”




  Harry slid over. “You’re not imposing. Just lunch. We’re not plotting anything.”




  Sticks grinned and accepted the offered seat. “What’s the special today?”




  “Don’t know. We just had sandwiches.”




  Sally came back and gave Hetrick a menu. He asked her about the special of the day, liked what he heard and ordered it. “What’s new with you two?”




  “Nothing much. Heard you have Roger in the chess league now,” Harry said.




  Hetrick smiled. “Yeah. He played when we were in high school but it took me all these years to get him to join the big boys. Said he was embarrassed about not being good enough. I finally convinced him—win or lose—it’s just a game and for fun.”




  “Not my idea of fun,” Harry said. “I’d rather shoot hoops or go fishing.”




  “First fishing and now chess. You’re making a lot of changes in Mr. Steinbauer’s routine,” Flora added.




  “Now if I could just get you to join the league,” Sticks said, looking over at her. “I know you’d enjoy it.”




  Flora shook her head. “I still have too many night-shifts. And then there’s choir practice and—”




  “Time with Harry,” Sticks interjected with a grin that broadened as he saw the girl go red. He was happy about the relationship between his two protégés.




  Sally returned and slid a platter in front of Sticks. “Chili,” Harry said. “I like the stuff. But Lena’s version—I don’t know, Chief.”




  “It sticks to the ribs,” he said, unfolding his napkin and spreading it on his lap.




  “Everything she makes is the Pennsylvania Dutch version,” Flora said and chuckled. “Even a Chinaman wouldn’t recognize what she calls chow mein.”




  Harry finished his sandwich and wiped his hands on his napkin. “What’s the story with that shooting last night?”




  Sticks looked up. “Still trying to sort it out. Guy was from out of state. A newspaper reporter from Baltimore.”




  “Drugs?” Harry asked.




  “Doesn’t look like it,” Hetrick said, shaking his head. “I talked to his wife on the phone this morning. Didn’t have any idea what he was doing here. He went to work Thursday, didn’t come home that night. Called her Friday morning to say he was okay and not to worry. She’s coming up to make the ID. Maybe she’ll be able to tell us more then.”




  “How’d the vic get here?”




  “Rental car we found in the parking lot.”




  “Need us to do anything?”




  “Not today. Enjoy your time together.”




  After they’d gone Hetrick finished his meal then started up to the cashier. The crowd was thinning now and Lena Stroble had come out of the kitchen and was standing at the register. One finger of her pudgy hand tapped on the counter and her eyes were fixed in a glazed stare.




  “What’s up, Lena? You look like you were a million miles away.”




  “Uh, oh—Sticks. How are you, dear? Just thinkin’ on something.”




  “I could see that,” he said, fishing out his wallet. He laid a twenty on the counter with his slip. Lena rang up the sale, took the bill and doled out his change.




  “She’s worried, poor dear,” Sally Rickards said, coming over and putting a hand on her employer’s shoulder.




  “Worried?”




  “Competition,” Lena said, solemnly.




  “Word is Elmer Finkbine is gonna open a McDonald’s in that empty storefront across from Gicker’s,” Sally explained.




  Finkbine owned the shoe factory many credited for the economical salvation of the community. Despite the decline of the industry in recent years, Finkbine had invested wisely and honed his wealth.




  “Bastard’s gonna put me out of business. What’s he need it for? He’s already got more money than him and his family will ever spend.”




  “Sez it’s for his kid. You know, Jimmy, the one who never could hold a job,” Sally said.




  Hetrick handed a couple dollars tip to Sally and stuffed the rest of his change back in his wallet. “I wouldn’t worry, Lena. Who’s gonna go there when they could come here?”




  “You’re a sweet man and I know I’ll always be able to depend on your trade. But the younger ones like that fast food. And what about my staff?”




  “You know I won’t leave you,” Sally said. She glanced at Sticks. “She’s been more of a mom to me than my own ever was.” The girl’s big brown eyes glowed moist as Lena gave her a hug.




  “Buck up, girls. Maybe it’s just a rumor.”

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
% PEING
33 ;QMEONE
,,,,,, / ELSE

RS ST ¢





